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SEEKING FORGOTTEN TIME AND HISTORY
AMONG TREMBLING LIGHT AND
SHADOWS

—The Photographic Art of Jonas Yip in Paris: Dialogues
—Leo Oufan Lee

a city

sailing in the dream
Out of darkness

We fly

—Wai-lim Yip

These photographs by Jonas Yip-with accompanying poems by his father, Professor Wai—
lim Yip, who is my old classmate—made a distinct impression on me when I first saw
them. I agreed to write this short introductory piece not only to acknowledge their artistic
merits (already confirmed by a recent award) but to convey my own sense of bewitched

wonder.

In a way I am puzzled by my own reactions. How could a young Chinese American artist

elicit such strong feelings of historical “nostalgia” from an old Chinese intellectual who now
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lives in Hong Kong? Why did I think of Walter Benjamin all the time as I looked at these
photos? Part of the reason is certainly Jonas’s use of black —and —white—not color—
photography as his medium, as it creates a distinct chiaroscuro effect that leads me to the
ghost of Benjamin. As we all know, Benjamin devoted the later part of his life almost
entirely to the research of one city, 19"—century Paris, and wrote voluminous notes which
eventually constituted his still incomplete book, The Arcades Project. I was mesmerized by
its contents, and somehow Jonas’s photos bring me back to the old world of Paris as evoked

by Benjamin.

I see the ghosts of Parisians wandering, phantom-like, in parks with empty chairs, at
street corners, in the shrub groves with pebbled passageways, as their spectral eyes peer
through blurred windows and darkened railings. I see the “absences” of crowds in the
empty chairs—or even in a lone chair facing a rain-drenched pond; I hear the bourgeoisie
talking to each other over the roofs of Paris; I see pedestrians lurking behind “phalanx
after phalanx of trees.” Yes, they are all shadowy phantoms, the living dead from a bygone
past whose voices of silence demand to be heard. I know I am also treading on Wai-lim

Yip’s poetic path:

pounding rains

leave

spectra crowds gone
quiet

untarnished aura

embraces

an anonymous witness

002



Well, my old classmate and I now speak the same language—the language of Benjamin.

Paris is a city still haunted by history and memory (in sharp contrast to a place like Hong
Kong or some other cities in China). Paris is also a city of light(lumiére ), and Jonas has a
special way of lighting up his Parisian scenes that remind me of some familiar Benjaminian
terms such as “illumination” and “aura” in a work of art and the technology of its
“reproduction” in other media. Photography as an art form falls somewhere between
painting and cinema, and is certainly one of Benjamin’s favorite subjects, as it was of his

predecessor and idol, Baudelaire.

I find it remarkable that Jonas has used his black —and —white photography to give us a
world of Paris that is both familiar and unfamiliar, both real and fantastic. And out of this
play of shadows and light he has succeeded in blending a sense of history with our own
memories of Paris. Yes, I have visited Paris many times, both as a young wanderer and
old scholar, and each time my impressions of this city were different. But they certainly do
not measure up to Jonas’s artful recapitulations here. Even its most familiar sites, such as
the Eiffel Tower or the Louvre Museum (a corner of which is here illuminated in a glass
pyramid designed by [.M. Pei), bear our repeated gaze and reflection. To quote Wai-lim

Yip again:

solid metal railing
softened
by lights seeping in

from memories

housed events
all crinkled
apparitions

floating
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in the distance

Indeed, as these poetic lines suggest, the shadowy landscapes lit up by Jonas’s artistic lens
are also dreamscapes: they seduce us and arouse strange sensations. As works of art in
their own right, the photos succeed in “giving darkness/a body” and in “preparing a stage”
for everyday objects—a bottle and two bowls—which are made “to assume their graceful
poses” as in a Renoir painting. Of course I know they are my own fantasies which have
become my own “interpretations.” Well, why not? Each viewer is entitled to his/her own

views.

One of my favorite photos in this collection shows a pond with a toy sampan and a shadowy

figure. The accompanying poem has the following lines:

a city

sailing in the dream

a shaman

using a stick
tries to keep
the sails upright
to avert

the shipwreck

faraway

Who is that shaman? He looks like a Chinese from a not—so—distant past, and his stick is
about to stir up the tranquil water of the pond: is it a pond of “dead water” (as the modern
Chinese poet Wen Yiduo would have us think of China in his famous poem)? Or is it an

exotic pond of distant dreams from which we do not want to wake up? Either way, the
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shaman is trying to avert a “shipwreck”—the collapse of our historical memories.
I am reminded of something Benjamin once said, to the effect, that the dreams of the
future made by dreamers of each age, upon waking, turn out to be nothing more than

memories of the present and the past.

—Hong Kong, 2008
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